Polymeric Ig receptor expression in hepatocellular carcinoma.
The cellular localisation of the polymeric Ig receptor (pIg-R) and carcinoembryonic antigen (CEA), hepatic and biliary cell markers, were investigated in patients with hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) and high serum levels of secretory component. Serum SC were increased 6-20-fold in 8 HCC patients compared with normal subjects. Serum free SC was positively correlated bilirubin (r = 0.95, P less than 0.04). In normal liver tissue, cytokeratin (CK) 8 and 18 were localised in hepatocytes and biliary cells while pIg-R and CK 19 expression was restricted to biliary cells. In tumoral liver tissue, malignant cells expressed CK 8 and 18 weakly; pIg-R and CK 19 were not detected in tumoral cells. CEA was expressed by biliary cells in normal and proliferating ducts. In peritumoral fibrosis, proliferating biliary cells were strongly stained by anti-cytokeratins and anti-pIg-R antibodies. In one case, pIg-R was localised in isolated cells close to fibrosis without co-staining of anti-CK 19. Thus increased serum SC is not associated with pIg-R expression by tumoral cells, and pIg-R may be considered an additional marker of biliary cells. High SC might be explained either by reflux from bile to serum and/or release of unbound SC from the vascular pole of non-functional, proliferating biliary structures.